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From Wednesday, June 9th, 2004 CNN NEWSNIGHT coverage of the death of President Ronald Wilson 
Reagan. Reagan served as the 40th POTUS from 1981 trough 1989. 
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we begin tonight in a city that 24 years ago ronald reagan made his own even though he always said he was 
just passing through as president he left a legacy as president and a personality he made his mark today 
we're reminded of how many years have gone by and how little has changed it was late on a hot washington 
afternoon when the plane finally landed and this ceremony long in the planning began [Music] thousands 
stood watching the choreography was exquisite there were the symbols the riderless horse boots backwards 
and the stirrups as the procession made its way to the capitol oh there was music 
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there was music amidst the signs of pageantry more than a century old [Music] there was also the modern 
until finally the casket arrived on the steps of the rotunda [Music] and ever so gently pass mrs reagan to its 
place of honor ronald wilson reagan had many roles to play in life husband father governor but the most 
notable role on the world stage was that of the 40th president of the united states of america with his style 
and grace he made it seem easy with his compassion and sense of timing he brought strength of character 
to the nation and kindled hope in a darkened world [Music] those were the words of the reverend daniel 
kaufman who's the chaplain of the house he was followed to the microphone by three former colleagues of 
the late president 
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of the late president president abraham lincoln was the first president to lie in state under this capitol dome in 
the coming days thousands will come to these hallowed halls to say goodbye to another son of illinois who 
like lincoln appealed to our best hopes not our worst fears president reagan dared to dream that america had 
a special mission he believed in the essential goodness of the american people and that we had a special 
duty to promote peace and freedom for the rest of the world against the advice of the timid he sent a chilling 
message to authoritarian governments everywhere that the civilized world would not rest until freedom 
reigned in every corner of the globe seen now at a distance his strengths as a man and as a leader are only 
more impressive it's the nature of the city of washington that men and women arrive leave their mark and go 
their way some figures who seemed quite large and important in their day are sometimes forgotten or 
remembered with ambivalence yet nearly a generation after the often impatient debates of the reagan years 
what lingers from that time is almost all good and this is because of the calm and kind man who stood at the 
center of events the speeches in the sermons were the exceptions to an occasion that for the most part 
spoke volumes without many words at all there are very few moments when a gathering of people can be so 


completely filling of a space with presence and with stillness watching the proceedings tonight reminds us 
that and that the power of such moments and what they hold for all of us in the next 24 hours or so 
thousands and thousands of people will have the opportunity to walk into their capital into the 
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to walk into their capital into the rotunda to look up at the fresco of the first president contemplate the casket 
burying the 40th and in their own way add to that stillness and so again tonight we turn to cnn's joe johns joe 
good evening good evening erin u.s capitol police are expecting up to 200 000 people to file past the casket 
of president reagan in the united states capital rotunda between now and friday morning around 7 30 friday 
morning that's up to 5 000 people an hour people are going to come here of course from all over the country 
young and old some in fact so young they may not even remember who president reagan was and what he 
stood for except for what they read in the history books or what their parents tell them but still authorities 
expect them to come now to the issue of the evacuation at the very beginning of all of this before the casket 
even arrived here on capitol hill there was in fact a scare we have been through three evacuations now on 
capitol hill since september 11 but by some standards this was perhaps the scariest it happened very very 
quickly people who were inside the capital were suddenly told get out get out now run toward the exits this is 
not a drill and so people did run through the building out the doors down the street and suddenly it was over 
apparently what had happened a plane in the air bringing a dignitary here to go to the service for president 
reagan had apparently lost contact with the tower they reestablished contact and it was done the things 
we're expecting over the next several days of course george herbert walker bush is expected to show up 
here at the capitol to pay his respects as well as former soviet 
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respects as well as former soviet premier mikhail gorbachev then as you know on friday the service at the 
united states national cathedral after that time of course the body will go back to california erin was it you 
were around most of the day most of the late afternoon was it as quiet as it seemed to us watching it it was 
extraordinarily quiet extraordinarily still i was at a position really right in front of the west front capital the 
caisson came right past me complete silence you did hear out on the streets and out on the television feed 
some applause from time to time i heard a man shout out some kind word to nancy reagan but mostly it was 
silence really extraordinary especially for myself a person who watched the last state funeral of a president 
on television when i was basically a kid really a remarkable scene and very patriotic as well aaron it was 
quite moving again we've talked about this before our presidents in the country are the political leaders and 
we have disagreements sometimes with that but they're also the head of state the ceremonial head of state 
and we revere that and we see the coming together of those moments in a moment like today joe thank you 
for your work joe john's up on capitol hill [Music] tonight even in the pomp and ceremony of a state funeral 
the most telling moments are always intensely personal remember jfks so it was today when nancy reagan 
once again stood to say goodbye to her husband and michael reagan did farewell to his father a picture 
worth a second look 
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[Music] foreign [Music] so from the start of his political career almost to the summit of it ronald reagan faced 
a cottage industry of doubters not over his ideas right or wrong for that would imply taking him seriously 
which an awful lot of academics and journalists and professional polit politicians did not do certainly not to 
start again cnn's jeff greenfield in 1966 when ronald reagan beat a moderate republican to win a primary 
race for governor the campaign of democratic governor pat brown was ecstatic how could their guy who'd 
beaten richard nixon's comeback bid four years earlier possibly lose to an amateur an actor at that do you 
solemnly swear reagan won the governorship of california by a million votes in 1980 when reagan won the 
gop presidential nomination the campaign of president jimmy carter was relieved this 69 year old right winger 
they thought would be a far easier foe than george h.w bush or senator howard baker reagan won the 
presidency by nearly 10 million votes and carried 44 states when reagan came to washington the insiders 


thought he was doomed look what had happened to the last outsider jimmy carter clearly he'd be 
overmatched i think that's just been arranged reagan won re-election by one of the biggest margins in history 
and carried 49 states when reagan went ahead with plans to put intermediate-range missiles in western 
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intermediate-range missiles in western europe and triggered huge protests from the peace movement the 
soviets were sure the western alliance would be fractured by reagan's bellicose aggressive moves tear down 
this wall a few years later it was the soviet empire that collapsed followed by the soviet union itself how to 
explain this constant underestimation well first there was the actor thing how could a man who once played 
opposite of chimpanzee be taken seriously beyond that reagan did not come from the usual political roots he 
wasn't a lawyer never worked in a legislature and didn't talk like a conventional political figure when he said 
there are simple answers to problems not easy ones but simple ones he triggered skepticism if not outright 
contempt from some listeners and sometimes to be blunt reagan could say things that were just plain wrong 
if he'd read something and remembered it one aide told me years ago you could tell him a dozen times it 
wasn't true but he'd still repeat it he sometimes confused war movies with the real thing sometimes could not 
explain what was in his own tax plan i'm to blame and this encouraged his opponents to over emphasize his 
weakness on specifics and ignore his powerful political appeal when reagan first got into politics the story 
began making the rounds one studio head was supposedly saying to another what do you think about ronald 
reagan for governor and the other one replied no no jimmy stewart for governor ronald reagan for his best 
friend i have a hunch that reagan left about that joke aaron all the way to the white house i think he did stay 
here for a minute we'll bring one more voice into the conversation haynes johnson is both a historian with a 
reporter's eye and the other way around for years he covered washington wrote about it first at the 
washington star and then the post he's the author of more books than we can mention but we'll mention one 
of them sleepwalking through history america in the reagan years it is very nice to see you sir thank you 
aaron why is a day like today or a week like this important to us these these 
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important to us these these state events we're a country that doesn't have much memory for history 
strangely enough as old as we are and so forth and this is one that ties it together the simplicity the dignity 
the beauty of it watching those scenes up and down the avenue and it reminds you of the past when they 
played the walking up the steps the battle head of the republic it reminds you of lincoln to lie on the lincoln 
beer and i have my own memories i'm sure we all do jack kennedy and the riderless horse now then you had 
the drums and and the funeral procession but there there is that binding us together and i think it's very 
important but as you watched it today and you sat up here for five hours or so was there a moment in 
particular that that jumped at you when i saw the writerless horse is that because of today or because of the 
first time you saw because because of zayn said it absolutely brought back the kennedy funeral the kennedy 
funeral you know it was in black and white it was a complete shock it was like 9 11 and that this thing 
couldn't happen in that sense these two events are are very different but that is such an iconic memory i 
think anybody who was around for the kennedy funeral saw that right on the source and it was flashing back 
the um is is it appropriate do you think i mean one of one of the criticisms of the coverage this week i think by 
and large has been that it has been a canonization as much as anything else is that a terrible thing in a week 
like this no i don't think so i mean it's understandable number one and uh reagan is the oldest president he 
had a terrible last ten years tragic for someone like that he had a record of controversy and success both uh i 
would like to see a little more setting the ledger but that will be done history will do that that's where i was 
going i guess is that in in this moment all the rough edges tend to get softened we've lost a head of state and 
set aside the politics ahead of state 
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the politics ahead of state history's reviews will be more mixed oh absolutely and what we're seeing though is 
almost perfect for reagan he's a ceremonial monarch in a way in a funny way he presided over a country 
made us feel good all the cliches and it's true and the country is going through when we saw these scenes of 
people running out that the plane had flown over the capitol all of a sudden a reminder hey we're still in an 
age of anxiety we're worried about tragedies and and i'll do and then it it subsides then you go back to this 
wonderful stately procession with all the mystic chords of memory to use an american phrase playing and 
plugging at your memories and your heart strings i think it's great as jeff you've written a number of pieces 
this week where you have dealt with some of the controversies have you approached those how have you 
approached those have you in your mind somewhere have you gone there's risk here no because uh uh 
what i've also tried to fold into that is that the there's been a shift about reagan one a lot of people who were 
critical of him in the 80s now see that his policy toward the soviet union was a lot shrewder than we thought it 
might be the second is this book that came out a couple of years ago reagan a life in letters showed that at 
least through the 70s reagan was a was incapable of dealing with complex difficult issues when he wrote his 
own newspaper columns and radio speeches there has been a reassessment going but haynes is exactly 
right that there's going to be uh as history moves on a judgment this is a few days after this man has died 
and you know it's a matter of decency actually go ahead i was at the famous party pamela harriman and 
clark clifford described him as an amiable dunce it was in the wall street journal the next day cited me as 
being there is very embarrassed because i was you know in this party and that was the picture that many 
people had reagan was not an amiable duds he was inattentive he didn't pay attention to a lot of things but 
he knew what he wanted to do 
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but he knew what he wanted to do and he was able he was consequential he made a difference now you can 
argue and i would argue about the policies both at home and abroad but there's no question this was a big 
figure in the last 50 years of american life just before we started you you looked at me and you said he's a 
great story he was a great story what did you mean by that i meant that well you're from the midwest here's 
the american story is the self-made man you can grow up poor and and he grows up in really bad 
circumstances alcoholic father poor poverty he makes his way west what does he do he goes to the golden 
west he invents himself and he he rises up he melds personality celebrity hollywood and he's not just an old 
grade b actor he turns out to be someone that has some thoughts and he wants to do something and by god 
he made it all the way to the top now we can argue about whether the legacy he left is one of greatness or 
not but i don't think you could argue that's not a great american story no wonder he could talk about he's a 
myth taker he's a mark twain figure he's a mississippi figure i think i really do i i i'm laughing in recognition 
and it's it's marvelous because and you watch them and you know and lipman had that great phrase the 
pictures in our heads of what we remember we have pictures in our heads of reagan now that will always be 
there there'll be other historical analyses of what he did that'll be different i was watching some clips of his 
old state of the union speeches and messages to congress you know they weren't just pretty words he was 
dealing with some very interesting complex important issues uh not the least of which was war and peace 
and relations with the other nuclear superpower uh and i have to tell you that that in retrospect he there is a 
certain stature that a lot of his critics denied him when he was president that i think that part the 
consequentiality is going to be i think a matter of consensus whether good for a good event i think this is the 
most consequential 
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i think this is the most consequential political president since franklin roosevelt and that's something that 
those people i talked about in my piece would never have been i don't disagree with that at all jeff and then 
isn't it more part of the marvelous story he starts out this idealistic liberal new deal his great hero is franklin 
roosevelt he votes four times as it's arden new dealer and he becomes the exponent of the new conservative 
era and he has changed his his policies and his presidency and his persona changed the way we thought 
about politics now i don't say it was all good but i i do think you're gonna have to deal with him as a very 
again consequential major figure are you at all uncomfortable with what seems to be a movement to name 


everything that's not nailed down after reagan sometime before sunset sunday well i came in tonight and i 
saw they had flashing in the sky mount rushmore and reagan's gonna get there they're talking about putting 
a monument on the mall like lincoln memorial and twenty dollar bill i think we need to hold off there is a law 
you know that says the president has to be 25 years dead before he can name anything after him in 
washington and that's that's and i think that president reagan signed that law i believe and it's a very wise 
notion there was uh when senator jackson died scoop jackson died i was out in washington state and he was 
much liked i don't i don't know that he was necessarily loved but much like and within a day or so they had 
renamed the airport and people went and ultimately went ballistic and said no we actually we like the name 
of the airport um but there does seem to be right now that talking about the pentagon and dollar bills and 
every bridge and everything else and that's what's happening that's that's that's part of this week too the it's 
also a political aspect do you want to put the stamp roosevelt's on the dime yeah uh you know get rid of 
alexander hamilton on the ten dollar bill so i think alexander hamilton earned his place mrs reagan was quite 
good on this i think when they first talked about replacing uh roosevelt she said no yeah i don't think so and 
she's been great too about the alzheimer's and the rest 
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the alzheimer's and the rest nice 
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